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£i 34,000, or 15 per cent, of total current expenditure. When capital
expenditure is irregular from year to year, as it was before the War,
and still is in small towns, it is clearly undesirable that the level
of rates should be moved rapidly up and down in order to meet the
expenditure without resort to borrowing, but where it is clear that
at least a considerable minimum outky must be made every year,
there is much to be said for meeting that minimum from current
revenue in years of normal economic prosperity. It is certainly
undesirable that fresh debt should be continuously incurred faster
than the combined rate at which old debt is being paid off and the
rateable value of the city is increasing; for in that case there will be a
tendency to cumulative increase in the level of rates from year to year.
This appears to have been happening in Oxford. The total loan
charges on services which are not financially productive (i.e. the
general rate-fund services, education, and public assistance) increased
from £34*836 in 1929-30 to £57,931 in 1936-7 (60 per cent.), while
the rateable value of the city grew by only 23*4 per cent.;1 the
increase in loan charges would have been even greater but for the fall
in interest rates, which has permitted recent borrowings to be made
more cheaply, and has also allowed of the conversion of some of the
earlier debt. The net outstanding indebtedness of the city rose from
£1,461,277 in 1930 to £2,915,925 in 1936. Most of this capital
expenditure is certainly unavoidable; the remedy seems to be a more
determined attempt to secure a payment of part of it from revenue at
the cost of an initially higher, but later more stable, level of rates.
The control of financial policy.
No English local authority is entirely master of its fate in financial
matters; its council is not a sovereign body and its actions are subject
to a certain measure of control from without. In the first place, its
activities are limited by the general law of the land. No authority
may spend money except for purposes which have been authorized
by a general or a local act of parliament. This limitation upon initia-
tive is enforced, for the most part, by the process of audit of accounts.
All the expenditure of county and district councils, and much of that
of borough councils, must pass the scrutiny of the district auditor;
it is the duty of that official to disallow any illegal expenditure,
and to cause it to be surcharged to those members of the council who,
by their votes, authorized it to be made. Some expenditure in
boroughs is exempt from this official scrutiny; but there, too, there
1 About half of the increase of loan charges for education, which amounted to £3,174,
was met by Increase of substantive grant from the Board of Education, and was there-

